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"PICTURING THE PAST" 
FARM WOMEN ON THE GRASSLANDS FRONTIER, 1850-1900 
SARA BROOKS SUNDBERG 
According to a widely used, recently pub-
lished college survey text about westward 
expansion in the United States, "rural life in 
the great open spaces of the trans-Mississippi 
west was filled with hard work, monotony, and 
often stultifying isolation." The textbook goes 
on to say, "Nowhere were the physical hard-
ships more starkly revealed than in the lives of 
pioneer women." The authors emphasize this 
point with a passage from Hamlin Garland's 
autobiography describing his family's pioneer 
experience on the prairie: '''My heart filled 
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with bitterness and rebellion, bitterness against 
the pioneering madness which had scattered 
our family, and rebellion toward my father 
who had kept my mother always on the border, 
working like a slave."'! 
Nearly thirty years ago historians expressed 
skepticism about Garland's negative depiction 
of his mother's life and its influence on histori-
cal writing about pioneer farm women's lives 
in the grasslands. They called for the recon-
sideration of traditional images of pioneer farm 
women's lives on the grassland frontiers based 
upon analysis of women's own accounts of their 
experiences. An outpouring of research and 
writing about prairie and plains farm women 
appeared during the late 1970s and 1980s. 
Much of the research that emerged critiqued 
Garland's portrait of the downtrodden pioneer 
farmwoman of the grasslands, and other images 
like it, as stereotypical, a by-product of the mas-
culine bias of American frontier studies. Yet the 
fact that Garland's description is still singled 
out for emphasis in a college textbook about 
the history of the u.s. West demonstrates the 
continuing influence of this particular image 
of pioneer farm women's lives and provides a 
good rationale for not only reconsidering the 
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picture Garland draws but also reassessing how 
we teach prairie farm women's experiences.2 
How should we depict the experiences of 
grasslands farm women in the western history 
survey course? In a 1986 article titled "Women 
and the West: Rethinking the Western History 
Survey Course," William Cronon and others 
argue that the best "antidote" to myths about 
women in the West is "surely ... more history" 
about "the historical lives of western women." 
Research on history learning corroborates 
this assumption, demonstrating that students' 
perceptions of women in history are sometimes 
"blurry" and that one way to improve students' 
interest in and critical thinking about history, 
including women's history, is to ask them to 
interpret historical evidence from multiple, 
often conflicting, perspectives.3 
Heeding these findings, this study intends 
to add "more history" by analyzing fifty-two 
accounts by pioneer farm women from a less 
well known part of the U.S. grasslands, the 
Minnesota prairie between 1850 and 1900. 
Using Garland's frequently cited descrip-
tion of his mother's experience as a baseline 
for comparison to Minnesota farm women's 
experiences, this study finds that pioneer farm 
women from the Minnesota prairie provide not 
only "more history" but also multiple perspec-
tives on that history. Minnesota farm women's 
accounts of their own experiences demonstrate 
that many Minnesota women expressed far 
more positive and complex responses to the 
grasslands than Hamlin Garland's passage 
implies, confirming the continuing need for 
alternate ways to picture the past of pioneer 
farm women on the prairie. This study also 
maintains that in order to have a full under-
standing of prairie farm women's experiences 
it is critical to include these often conflicting 
responses in what we teach.4 
The Minnesota prairie frontier is one epi-
sode of the nineteenth-century grasslands 
farming frontier that is not yet fully studied 
for pioneer farm women's views of their experi-
ences. There is no book-length study about 
Minnesota prairie women even though the rela-
tively late period of westward movement in the 
state produced a significant number of writings 
by these midwestern farm women. Minnesota 
prairie women are particularly important to 
consider because Minnesota is one of the 
easternmost states with extensive grasslands. 
Much of western Minnesota, like Iowa and the 
Great Plains states farther west, is character-
ized by relatively flat, treeless grasslands. In 
fact, tallgrass prairie vegetation extends well 
into the eastern portion of all of the states 
that form the eastern boundary of the Great 
Plains. As some of the first white farm women 
to experience settlement on the vast grasslands 
in the northern United States, Minnesota farm 
women's experiences are important indicators 
of how women could respond to the Great 
Plains grassland regions farther to the west. 
Some women eventually moved westward 
from Minnesota to the Great Plains. Laura 
Ingalls Wilder's family, fictionally depicted in 
the Little House series of children's books, is 
a well-known example of prairie settlers who 
moved westward from Minnesota, eventually 
homesteading on the plains of South Dakota. 
Historian H. Elaine Lindgren found that 35 
percent of the native-born women who home-
steaded in North Dakota were originally from 
Minnesota. This percentage is probably much 
greater because it does not include female 
immigrants who farmed in Minnesota and 
then later homesteaded in North Dakota.5 
White settlement on the western grasslands 
in Minnesota lasted from about 1850 until 
1900. In 1851 government treaties with the 
Sioux Indians opened lands for agricultural set-
tlement in the south and southwestern portions 
of what was then Minnesota Territory. In 1854 
the government granted preemption rights to 
settlers on unsurveyed public lands, releasing a 
flood of settlement onto the Minnesota prairie. 
The Panic of 1857, the Civil War, and the Sioux 
Uprising in 1862 temporarily slowed migra-
tion to the prairie until after the Civil War. In 
the years following the Civil War, immigrants 
from throughout western and northern Europe 
joined native-born pioneers as they poured into 
Minnesota. Indian treaties in 1863 and 1889, 
this time with the Chippewa Indians, opened 
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the northwestern prairie for settlement. By 
1890 settlement had moved far into this region 
and by 1900 less than half of Minnesota prairie 
counties still met the government's criteria for 
frontier areas.6 
Minnesota pioneer women's sources-
among them diaries, letters, reminiscences, 
and oral interviews-represent experiences 
from throughout the tallgrass prairie region 
of Minnesota during this time period (Fig. 1). 
Ironically, it is because women in this study 
possessed both the ability and the inclination 
to write that they are not fully representa-
tive of all pioneer women. It is not clear how 
much farm women's literary efforts actually set 
them apart from other pioneer farm women in 
Minnesota. Educated middle-class people typi-
fied the western movement. Moreover, a survey 
of forty-one prairie counties in Minnesota in 
1870 reveals that only 7 percent of the females 
in those counties were illiterate. That does 
not mean women chose to write. In a letter 
written in 1874 from Estherville, Iowa, located 
just a few miles south of the Minnesota-Iowa 
border, Norwegian immigrant Gro Svendsen 
explained, "You ask me if I am the only one 
in this neighborhood who can write. I could 
answer both yes and no. There are many here 
who can write but very few who can compose 
letters, so that I have to write not only for our 
nearest neighbors, but also for those who live 
far away." For those women, like Svendsen, 
who did choose to write, their writings often 
provide us a glimpse of their "historicallives."7 
1i-IEIMAGE 
The farming experiences of many of the 
Minnesota prairie farm women represented 
in this study occurred at a time when set-
tlers risked their livelihoods, and even their 
lives, to farm. Drought, wildfires, economi-
cally disastrous grasshopper infestations, 
and depressed farm prices plagued farmers 
throughout the northern prairies in the 1870s. 
Hamlin Garland's bleak portrait of his moth-
er's experience in Iowa is not unrealistic under 
such circumstances. Embedded in Garland's 
description of his mother's experience are 
three negative assumptions frequently attrib-
uted to prairie farm women. His assertion 
that pioneer farming "tied" his mother "to 
the border" implies that his mother only 
hesitantly participated in the family-farming 
venture. The observation that pioneering 
"scattered" their family implies painful separa-
tion from family and friends. Finally, and most 
explicitly, Garland's comparison of his mother 
to a "slave" suggests that for women, work 
on their prairie farm comprised forced labor 
and physical drudgery. It is this image of the 
reluctant, lonely, and overworked prairie farm 
woman that is reexamined here based upon 
Minnesota prairie farm women's own words.8 
RELUCTANT PIONEERS 
Were women on the Minnesota prairie 
reluctant pioneers? Most of the women in 
this study did not explicitly make the deci-
sion to farm on the prairie, but they do 
confirm that they participated in the deci-
sion-making process. Reminiscing about the 
winter of 1877, Mary Paulson King included 
her mother in the decision to make a prairie 
land claim in western Minnesota: "Everyone 
got the Western fever and our folks talked 
and planned how we could go." The Paulson 
family moved once, from Norway, and sev-
eral more times within Fillmore County, 
Minnesota. None of the moves satisfied the 
family's desire for a land claim, so in 1878 
they loaded their seven children in a wagon 
and traveled three weeks to Yellow Medicine 
County to stake a claim. Cynthia York Hill 
left Vermont for the West in the late 1850s. 
Hill remembered, "As we were agreed to go 
west we started the next Dec." Malena Steen 
probably agreed to move from her home 
in Norway to the United States before her 
marriage: "I was married to Severin Olsen 
Steen on April 17, 1870. A week later we 
took the trip to America." Later she included 
herself in the choice of Minnesota as a place 
to settle: "We began to study and look out 
toward the great Minnesota prairies."9 
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Prairie Oak-Savanna Woodland 
FIG. 1. Locations for prairie farm women's writings. Source for vegetation regions: J. R. Barchart 
and Donald P. Yaeger, Atlas of Minnesota Resources and Settlement (Minneapolis, MN: Department of 
Geography, University of Minnesota, 1969). Map compiled and drawn by Marshall D. Sundberg. 
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These women were mostly newly married, 
both immigrant and native born, and, with 
only one exception, childless. Mary Carpenter, 
married for thirteen years with three chil-
dren and another on the way, left Rochester, 
Minnesota, in 1873 on a two-hundred-mile 
wagon journey to a remote homestead in Lyon 
County, Minnesota. Despite the risks to her 
health and the burdens of traveling with young 
children, Carpenter agreed with the decision 
to move: "We are very 'hard up' for money, but 
it is best we should go now and have a place 
of our own if ever." There were other practi-
cal motivations, besides family economy, that 
persuaded women like Carpenter to relocate 
to the prairie. Gratia Ferris expressed concern 
for her husband's health. In 1871 the Ferris 
family migrated to Minnesota's western prai-
ries primarily because "Mr. Ferris' health gave 
out from hard work, exposure and the damp 
locality." Charlotte Van Cleve's family left 
Michigan "in the hope that that far-famed 
atmosphere would drive away all tendency to 
intermittent fevers and invigorate our shat-
tered constitutions.'>10 
Women not only agreed with and par-
ticipated in the family decision to farm on 
the prairie, they initiated their own prairie 
farm experiences and then stayed on the land. 
An investigation of homestead entries for 
Minnesota prairie lands demonstrates that 
women filed 5 percent of all initial homestead 
entries. Five years after making their initial 
homestead entries, the percentage of final 
homestead entries filed by women remained at 
5 percent, demonstrating that women stayed 
on the land and "proved up" on their land 
claims. This percentage is consistent with the 
numbers of female homesteaders farther west 
in the grasslands. In a sample of North Dakota 
counties homesteaded prior to 1900, historian 
H. Elaine Lindgren found between 6 and 7 
percent of homesteaders were women. In the 
Minnesota sample, it is not clear how many of 
these women were widows or how many were 
young, single, or married, but Martin County 
pioneer Britannia Livingston remembered 
"Aunt Becky" as a homesteader who lived alone 
on her land. Mary Carpenter knew "a young 
lady here [Rochester, Minnesota] a neighbor of 
ours ... who took a claim of 160 acres."ll 
Most women who homesteaded probably 
came to pioneer homesteads either as wives or 
daughters of homesteading men. The promise 
the land offered for the maintenance and care 
of family attracted women, as well as men, 
to the prairie frontier. The welfare of their 
children significantly influenced farmers like 
the Carpenters of Lyon County. "A farm is 
the best place for boys too," Mary Carpenter 
explained, "& we had no means to buy one 
there." Mary Etta Ackerman's parents echoed 
the Carpenters' sentiments: "Like all pioneers, 
my parents came west to make a home and 
better their financial condition." Ackerman's 
mother, a pioneer in both Dakota and Waseca 
counties, etched an indelible image of this 
expectation on her daughter's memory. Mary 
Etta Ackerman remembered that her mother, 
impatient to see their new homestead, refused 
to wait for her husband to bring a horse and 
wagon to carry the family the final few miles 
of the journey. Instead, she tucked her eleven-
month-old son under her arm and eagerly 
strode through the tall grass toward the fam-
ily's new homestead with two other children 
"trudging" behind her. Ackerman's memory 
of her mother that day, energetically striding 
toward their new prairie home, is hardly that 
of a reluctant pioneerP 
There were, of course, women who were 
reluctant to migrate. Harriet Buck's husband 
convinced her to migrate to McLeod County in 
1853 with the promise that they would return to 
Vermont the following spring. Eight years later 
she confessed to her family that "I would rather 
live here [Glencoe, Minnesota] than any place I 
ever lived. I know you could not help [but] like 
this country." Her comments may have been 
an effort to persuade her family to join her in 
Minnesota, but they also demonstrate that the 
real test of whether women enjoyed satisfying 
lives on the frontier came in the months and 
years after the decisions to migrate and after 
the arduous journeys to western destinations 
endedP 
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LONELY FARM WOMEN 
Like the idea of the reluctant prairie pio-
neer woman, the image of the lonely and dis-
traught prairie farmwife is complicated by farm 
women's accounts of their experiences. Pioneer 
women remarked on how quickly the frontier 
filled with new settlers. Lucy Garland mar-
veled at the rapid development near her home 
in Litchfield, Minnesota: "When A. J. came 
out it contained One house out on the open 
prairie .... When I came out two months later, 
there was a hotel, Depot, Stores, saloons and 
quite a number of dwelling Houses." Meeker 
County, where Garland lived, is one of the 
easternmost prairie counties in Minnesota and 
also one of the first to receive settlement. The 
Barrow family was nearly alone on their home-
stead in Murray County in western Minnesota 
in 1879. Mrs. Barrow recalled that even in her 
remote corner of the prairie, "In the spring, 
several families settled not far from us and put 
up sod shanties, until they were prepared to 
build frame houses." Mary Carpenter, newly 
arrived on her family's prairie homestead, dis-
played her optimism about the development of 
the nearby town of Marshall: "There will be a 
paper published in Marshall soon .... One year 
ago Marshall consisted of one sod house, now it 
is quite a thriving railroad town." Emphasizing 
her faith in the development of the region, she 
proclaimed, "I wouldn't go back where we lived 
before for anything."14 
Minnesota farm women's writings confirm 
that farm women were not necessarily isolated 
and that they benefited from varied contacts 
in their rural prairie neighborhoods. "Most of 
my social callers were Indians who were stroll-
ing around and would drop in and sit awhile," 
wrote Gratia Ferris about her Scott County 
home in the 1850s. Helen Bengtson from 
Wilkin County remembered, "They [Native 
Americans] often came ... looking for things 
to eat but never harmed us in the least." Such 
visits might strain food supplies, making Indian 
visits a nuisance, or they might result in mean-
ingful relationships. Margaret Holl Hahn's 
family, located near New Ulm, befriended an 
FIG. 2. Diary of Amanda Sanderson. Courtesy 
of Rice County Historical Society, Faribault, 
Minnesota. 
old Indian who later warned them of the Sioux 
Uprising of 1862. Similarly, Abby Bucklin 
recalled hearing stories from her grandparents 
about a young Indian woman, Winona, whom 
her grandparents befriended. Winona warned 
Bucklin's grandparents of the uprising. The 
attitudes and experiences of these women 
do not mean that white women accepted, or 
respected, American Indian culture. They 
do suggest that there were opportunities for 
Native Americans and white women to meet, 
providing frontierswomen with unexpected 
opportunities for social contacts.15 
Farm women valued contacts with indi-
viduals outside their families, particularly 
neighbors. "This last month of summer," 
wrote Blue Earth County resident Lydia Scott, 
"has been very pleasant for me doing my 
work, visiting and receiving company." Two 
collections of diaries illustrate the frequency 
with which such visits might take place. Rice 
County farm woman Amanda Sanderson 
recorded her daily routine in yearly diaries she 
kept for thirty-nine years, eight of which are 
extant (Fig. 2). Sanderson and her daughter 
averaged one outside contact a week for four 
of the eight years documented in the diary. 
The other four years the two women fell short 
of their average by only twelve visits. In real-
ity, there were weeks when Sanderson and 
her daughter enjoyed more than one visitor 
a week, and other weeks when they received 
none. Belle Northrup's diaries also revealed 
an average of one visit per week over a two-
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year span in the early 1890s. Sanderson and 
her daughter and Northrup farmed in settled 
areas. Eva Hill Fairbanks explains how such 
visits might take place: "It was the neighbor-
hood custom to look across the prairie and if 
someone saw Lorne Pung [a neighbor] going 
to another house they too would hitch up and 
follow: perhaps three or four families would 
spend the day together unexpectedly." Wilkin 
County resident Helen Bengtson explained 
what kind of activities might take place in a 
sparsely settled prairie region in Minnesota 
during the 1880s.16 
What did we do for amusement? Several 
had guitars and mandolins and we'd play 
and sing, play games, and have lunch and 
coffee .... We had books, good books too, 
both Swedish and English. For it was pos-
sible to learn English in the homes as well 
as in the schoolsP 
As Bengtson's observation suggests, the use 
of foreign languages could be a factor in social 
interactions on the prairie frontier. Women's 
writings in this study do not indicate that the 
inability to converse with their immigrant 
neighbors played a role in prairie women's 
feelings of loneliness and isolation, though 
some historians make this connection. Many 
immigrants came to the United States as part 
of a group or with extended families. Rather 
than exacerbating feelings of loneliness, these 
small immigrant communities could be buffers 
between immigrants and their new unfamiliar 
environment. Jon Gjerde's study of "immigrant 
communities" in Renville County concludes 
that "immigrants settled in groups and devel-
oped relationships through the community 
which may have alleviated social, psychologi-
cal and economic pressures." Conversely, there 
is no evidence in this research that English-
speaking farm women felt isolated because 
they were unable to communicate with their 
immigrant neighbors, although some English-
speaking women were suspicious of immi-
grants, a view that could lead to self-imposed 
isolation.1S 
Overall, despite the image of the frontier 
as a region noted for rugged individualism, 
many prairie women stressed a general spirit of 
community and cooperation in their neighbor-
hoods. In 1893 E. V. Smalley, a late-nineteenth-
century agricultural writer, explained that 
"Life on Prairie Farms" of the northwest was 
characterized by a "crusty individuality ... the 
inheritance of generations of isolated living 
that does not take kindly to familiarities of 
close association." But Minnesota farm wom-
en's writings highlight an opposing dimension 
of the frontier experience, that of commu-
nity. Helen Bengtson wrote, "The day before 
whoever was [going to town] drove around to 
the neighbors to find out what they needed. 
In town he did the errands and collected the 
mail for the neighborhood." Challenging the 
assumption that such trips were made only by 
men while women were confined to home and 
children, a pioneer woman from Watonwan 
County wrote, "The neighbors would take 
their turn going to town. The women would 
go along with their butter and eggs." A pioneer 
woman from Lac Qui Parle County summed up 
her view of her neighborhood's spirit of coop-
eration: "Frontier life had its hardships and its 
trials, ... but neighborly kindness and helpful-
ness prevailed."19 
Once a frontier area became more thickly 
settled, the kinds of social activities enjoyed 
by pioneers increased. Georgina Way remi-
nisced, "When my boy was three weeks old, 
I drove fourteen miles to a dance and took in 
every dance all night and wasn't sick after-
ward either. Of course I took him along." 
Besides dances, other types of celebrations 
mentioned in Minnesota prairie women's 
writings included concerts, masquerades, 
a circus, and community "Christmas tree" 
celebrations. Church services were another 
opportunity for social interaction. Malena 
Steen's husband persuaded her that there 
would soon be church services in Big Stone 
County, and he was right. "The first month 
we were there we had a worship service at our 
house. . . . In addition, we had those first 3 
years, 203 worship services."20 
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FIG. 3. Lyon County, Minnesota, Grandview Township, Section 24, northeast corner of the original homestead 
of George and Mary Carpenter, ca. 1983. Photo courtesy of Marshall D. Sundberg. 
Visits to and from neighbors, community 
events, and church services did not preclude 
expressions of loneliness by farm women. 
Amanda Sanderson complained, "32 degrees 
above Cloudy and finds us all at home. Some 
reading. Some writing & some looking around 
& take it all around it is a lonesom [sic] day." 
A full reading of Sanderson's diaries demon-
strates that this was an occasional expression 
of loneliness brought on by bad weather or 
temporary absences of immediate family 
members. More serious were women's bouts 
with loneliness for distant family and friends. 
Writing to her mother, Elizabeth Steere con-
fessed, "1 cannot tell thee how much 1 miss 
thy company and thy counsel, 1 almost daily 
think of something to say too [sic] thee and 
ask thee but recollection soon tells me I am 
far far away." Women described their content-
ment with their frontier homes, except for 
the fact that they missed old acquaintances 
and family. From Faribault County in 1867, 
Sylvia Carpenter wrote, "All we can say is if 
our folks were here and all our relatives and 
friends ... so we could visit each other occa-
sionally ... we should consider ourselves com-
paratively happy." Some women persuaded 
their families to join them. But for other 
women that never happened. Mary Carpenter 
recorded in her letters only one brief reunion 
with her mother. Even though her mother 
was only two hundred miles to the east, it was 
still too difficult for the Carpenters to afford 
the trip, and Mary's mother was too aged to 
come to western Minnesota alone. Carpenter 
regretted the absence of her mother's company 
even though she understood that there "was 
no place for us" where her mother lived. Her 
family's economic interests were best served 
by their relocation to a western homestead.21 
It was not just the absence of family or 
distances between prairie farms that evoked 
loneliness. According to some writers, it was 
the prairie itself. Seth K. Humphrey, an agent 
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for a farm mortgage company, traveled across 
the upper Midwest during the 1880s. His remi-
niscence of his tour across the Dakota prairie 
typifies the most desperate image of the prairie 
farmwife driven mad by the loneliness and 
monotony of the prairie: 
Yet every day and with every mile I was 
getting that other view-the stay-at-home 
woman's views-of the prairie as a vastness 
unrelieved; its utter silence, its appalling 
rigidity, as of an enormous thing long dead. 
And I could understand why it was sending 
so many of its women to the madhouses of 
Dakota.22 
Minnesota farm women's responses to the 
prairie landscape in Minnesota were far more 
varied than Humphrey supposes, and it is not 
the case that Minnesota, or "Dakota," farm 
women filled the "madhouses." The absence 
of trees on the prairie was new for some farm 
women. Elizabeth Steere learned to enjoy its 
pleasures: "There are no woods in the west. I 
never remember of being where I could not see 
trees on every side till we came to a Prairie in 
Illinois and there we traveled miles out of sight 
of timber and Settlement." But in the same 
letter she also expresses her appreciation for 
the prairie in Minnesota, "I wish thee could 
see the Prairie in the summer it seems so calm 
and still. I know thee would admire them and 
the sunsets."23 
The idea of the prairie as a garden is a 
feature of nineteenth-century promotional 
literature and also appears in pioneer women's 
writings. "When the long winter was over," 
Julia Hibbard wrote from Steele County, "and 
the blackened prairie grew green, there also 
spring up beautiful flowers, many kinds like 
our garden flowers in the east. Then the prai-
rie . was beautiful." For Mary Carpenter, the 
prairie was also far from desolate and empty: 
"There are wild geese, and ducks & prairie 
hens here .... There is also a very large sandy 
hill [sic] crane. There are many wild flowers." 
In the summer, Mrs. Godfred Peterson of 
Stevens County remembered the "wild straw-
berries we'd find so we could eat strawberries 
with cream."24 
Minnesota women's comments illustrate 
that they were not necessarily alienated by 
prairie landscape. They were able to visit with 
one another and establish satisfying social 
contacts, and they saw value in the care of their 
families. Among the Minnesota farm women 
considered in this study, there is no evidence 
of farm women fleeing from the monotony and 
loneliness of the prairie frontier or succumbing 
to the madness Seth Humphrey describes. A 
survey of nineteenth-century patient records 
from Fergus Falls and Rochester State mental 
hospitals in Minnesota provides no statistical 
evidence of farm women driven mad by their 
lives on the prairie. In fact, there is no statisti-
cally significant difference between the number 
of male and female patients listing prairie 
counties as their for~er places of residence, 
suggesting that hospitalization for mental ill-
ness was gender neutral. Likewise, although 
the raw numbers for female patients who were 
married are nearly twice as great as those of 
female patients who were single, this difference 
is not statistically significant but rather reflects 
their proportion in the population. Only 12 
percent of female patients diagnosed as insane 
listed themselves as "farmwives" or "farmers." 
"Housewife" or "housekeeper" appeared as the 
most commonly listed occupations for female 
patients, but inconsistencies in reporting make 
it difficult to determine whether those who 
listed themselves as housewives were really 
farmwives. Among the causes of insanity listed 
for female patients, "overwork and neglect" 
most closely fit the image of the "mad" farm-
wife. Yet doctors diagnosed "overwork and 
neglect" as the problem in only 6 percent of 
the total number of female patients. Barbara 
Handy-Marchello found a similar lack of evi-
dence for female insanity farther west in the 
grasslands of the northern Great Plains.25 
The image of female madness on the grass-
lands frontier is difficult to dispel, partly 
because degrees of loneliness, like degrees 
of mentally disturbed behavior, are difficult 
to identify and measure. As scholar Jeannie 
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McKnight argues, it may be that insanity 
among pioneer women manifested itself more 
as "intermittent flare-ups of bizarre behavior 
... and/or the kind of feeling disturbances 
such as melancholia and depression," which she 
contends are "so common to women's writing." 
Even so, the information about Minnesota 
women does not support Humphrey's picture of 
an epidemic of madness among farm women on 
the prairie. Hysteria and its related symptoms 
affected nineteenth-century rural lower- and 
middle-class women, but this behavior was by 
no means peculiar to them. As Clay County 
pioneer Emma Elton summed up the situation 
in her neighborhood, "There was hardship and 
much physical work in those days, but, I believe 
less mental strain. Neighborliness and hospital-
ity were unlimited."26 
OVERWORKED FARM WOMAN 
The unrelenting physical labor and often 
primitive working conditions on pioneer 
prairie farms suggests dismal work lives for 
farm women. Britannia Livingston frequently 
accompanied her husband on long rides across 
the Minnesota prairie. "I often returned home 
greatly depressed," she said. "It seemed to be 
that the women I met, especially the older 
ones, had become mere verbs-to be, to do 
and to suffer." Her comments appear to cor-
roborate Hamlin Garland's comparison of his 
mother to a "slave," ground under by physical 
drudgery. But Livingston did not generalize to 
all women. "The majority of us," she explained, 
"would not trade our prospects." About herself 
she "resolved that I would BE and DO, I would 
not merely suffer." Most women wrote matter-
of-factly about their work, and their comments 
reveal that they understood that their work 
contributed both to household maintenance 
by chores such as cooking and cleaning, and 
to household sustenance by "work which con-
tributed directly to family economy by making 
cash expenditures unnecessary."27 
Historians point to the primitive nature of 
pioneer farm homes as one reason why women's 
work lives were so hard. "It was only when she 
took one look at the unpromising ugly hole 
in the ground," historian Everett Dick writes, 
"that she sensed the utter loneliness and drab 
prospects of her future life." Norwegian immi-
grant Grace Rollag reacted quite differently to 
her first prairie home: "We were young so we did 
not lose courage. We dug a hole into the slope 
of the hill, and with a few boards over the top, 
to serve as a roof, we had our first home." Later 
Rollag and her family "went modern," moving 
into a sod home, a house that Rollag eagerly 
helped to build. Traveling to Rock County to 
start a new home, Jane Grout recalled that 
no one was "charmed" by the first sight of sod 
homes. Still, as historian Glenda Riley found 
in her study of frontierswomen in Iowa, "Just 
because a sod hut looked miserable did not 
mean its inhabitants were miserable." Lac Qui 
Parle County pioneer Mrs. Hans Johnson per-
sonified this idea: "We lived in a small house, 
walls of sod, two feet thick and a tar paper 
roof .... The spirit of contentment in owning 
our home reigned supreme, we had no funds but 
an abundance of courage and will power and a 
strong faith in the future." Gratia Ferris helped 
build her family's Pipestone County home from 
wood they transported from Scott County: 
"We commenced to frame a house 12 x 20, and 
one story high .... He [Mr. Ferris] would lay 
out the timber, mark them, and then I with saw 
and hammer, and chisel would saw them off 
and cut the mortises .... Saturday night they 
had the house up ... and our 'Hope Star' again 
beamed upon us.,,28 
Johnson and Ferris both expressed con-
fidence that their family's living conditions 
would improve in the future. Other women 
appreciated what comforts they could find. 
Mary Paulson King of Yellow Medicine County 
expressed pride in her home because it con-
tained "boarded up" walls, instead of walls 
made of sod, and it had pine board flooring 
instead of the more usual dirt floors. Blue 
Earth County pioneer Georgina Way wrote, 
"Our first shack was not a dugout, but the next 
thing to it. It was log shed with sloping roof 
one way. We had two windows of glass so did 
not feel so much like pioneers." Perhaps part of 
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the reason some women accepted their prairie 
homes as a matter of course may be attributed, 
as Britannia Livingston observed, to the fact 
that "the most of us saw hard times before we 
saw Minnesota."29 
It is also true, as historian Andrea G. Radke 
found for women on the grasslands elsewhere 
in the Great Plains, that Minnesota prairie 
women strived to make their surroundings 
comfortable and appealing by "refining" their 
living spaces "using simplified or 'makeshift' 
versions of proper cultural symbols and upper-
class refinement." Carrie Olin of Lyon County 
remembered that her family's home "was neat 
and clean papered with newspapers." Mary 
Paulson King's home had whitewashed walls, 
creating both a clean and finished appear-
ance. Simple furnishings added refinement. 
Amanda Sanderson made a wreath of hair 
flowers, a common wall decoration of the day. 
Live canaries were a special touch mentioned 
by several women. And flower gardens added 
cheerfulness to the homestead as a whole.3o 
Often, first homes were improved or were 
abandoned for more sophisticated styles of 
housing. Seven years after Grace Rollag moved 
into her sod home, an improvement over their 
initial dugout, she moved into a frame house. 
Mary Etta Ackerman remembered that her 
family's covered wagon served as her fam-
ily's first dwelling. A small one-story dwelling 
replaced the wagon by winter. If improvements 
did not occur, some women expressed the 
kind of disillusionment reflected in Garland's 
description of his mother's experience. In 1887, 
after fourteen years of farming in Lyon County, 
Mary Carpenter complained, "If I only could 
have a half way convenient house & wood to 
burn, I fancy I could be a great deal more con-
tented."3! 
The multiplicity of women's chores, together 
with the inconvenience of pioneer homes, con-
tributed to an image of pioneer women's work 
as drudgery. There is little dispute that pioneer 
women worked hard and that pioneer condi-
tions made women's work more difficult, "The 
wimmin [sic]," Harriet Buck observed, "have to 
work a great deal harder in this Country than 
they do east because they do not have anything 
handy." And some chores yielded little satisfac-
tion. Mary Carpenter, for example, insisted 
that "tending straw [was] one sort of slavery, for 
some one must stay right by the stove & feed it 
constantly."32 
The list of pioneer women's chores is long. 
Women cooked, cleaned, engaged in home 
manufacture, worked in the fields, and hired 
out as laborers among other responsibilities. 
"I made 100 pounds of butter in June," Mary 
Carpenter explained. "Have not kept count 
since. Sold 28 doz of eggs at 10 cts. A doz one 
week lately." The monies from Carpenter's 
home manufacture "bought everything we 
have had."33 
Women's work extended beyond the house 
and farmyard. "Home at 8:30 [p.m.]," Clara Bell 
noted, "I went out after supper and drove har-
vester until 9 o'clock made my back lame." The 
following week she recorded, "Finished cutting 
the wheat-stacked most of the afternoon." 
Women and girls worked for wages outside 
the home. Grace and Ole Rollag arrived in 
Rock County at harvest time in 1874. Grace 
(approximately six months pregnant at the 
time) along with Ole hired out as field hands. 
Understandably, Grace complained that she 
was paid less: "We women weren't treated fairly, 
a difference of $1.50, just because you wore a 
different kind of pants, was too much."34 
The scarcity of doctors and schools required 
that women also serve as nurses and teach-
ers. Mary Etta Ackerman remembered, "Aunt 
Betsey was a hard worker and raised a large 
family ... yet she was never to [sic] busy to go 
the aid of a sick neighbor." Caroline Eastman 
arrived in Big Stone County in 1875 to find, "I 
was on call to bring babies into the world, as 
well as when a grim reaper called. All services 
were given gladly and no salary was expected." 
Some women like Sarah Christie Stevens 
of Blue Earth County possessed exceptional 
knowledge: "Poor Dave ... was taken with 
pleurisy. We kept mustard or flaxseed poultice 
applied, I gave him acuite & Bryonia every 
15 minutes." Farm women in remote areas 
during the early period of settlement assumed 
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responsibilities as teachers. Elisabeth Steere, 
for example, homeschooled her children: "We 
have no school and it is so cold we could not 
send [the children] even if there was. I teach 
the children which adds no little to my labors." 
Stevens also taught school and in 1890 became 
superintendent of schools in Blue Earth 
County.35 
Extraordinary circumstances such as the 
Civil War and the Sioux Uprising of 1862 caused 
some women to take on new roles as managers 
of farms for extended periods. Georgina Way's 
husband enlisted in the Civil War, leaving 
her to manage their farm and raise their three 
children, all of whom were under five years of 
age. "I did all kinds of farm work in those days," 
she wrote, "for men's help wasn't to be had, they 
were all in the war." Raised in New York City, 
Way admitted that she was unaccustomed to 
heavy farm labor; nevertheless, she "didn't make 
any fuss" about her additional responsibilities. 
Guri Endresen lost her husband and a son in 
the Uprising of 1862. Endresen retreated from 
her homestead for almost four years on account 
of her tragic losses. She held onto the land. "I 
may say that one or another has advised me to 
sell my land, but I would rather keep it for a time 
yet, in the hope that some of my people might 
come and use it. It is difficult to get such good 
land again."36 
Farm women also struggled to hang onto 
family farms during the grasshopper infesta-
tions of the 1870s. Destitute farm families 
sought relief from the state government after 
grasshoppers destroyed their crops. Mrs. T. 
Williams explained her family's dire circum-
stances to Governor Cushman Davis in 1875, 
"Starvation is all most stairing [sic] us in the 
face." She testified that her husband "has 
worked hard and has done all that he could to 
make his family aliving [sic]." She wrote, "Now 
please tell me what is best to do, to lieve [sic] 
will be [to] lose all the home we have, and to 
stay we must starve, and if there is any way 
to keep from perishing from cold and hunger 
I would gladly remain." Hard times such as 
those brought about by the Civil War, the 
Sioux Uprising, and grasshopper plagues thrust 
pioneers into life-threatening circumstances 
they could not conquer with hard work alone. 
Yet the experiences of Way, Endresen, and 
Williams tell us about more than failure; they 
also illustrate women's tenacity and their com-
mitments to the land and hard work.37 
Mary Carpenter's overall story is another 
example of the complexity of one pioneer 
woman's life. She worked for the care and 
support of family and expected that her work 
would realize a better future for her family. But 
the Carpenter family fell deeply in debt by the 
1880s. In 1886 Mary expressed pessimism when 
her husband proposed purchasing more land. 
Gradually, her health declined and in 1889 she 
died, reportedly from "melancholy, tending to 
derangement." On the one hand, Carpenter's 
story appears to corroborate Garland's sad 
depiction of prairie farm women and Seth 
Humphrey's portrait of women driven mad by 
their lives on the prairie. But we know that 
Mary Carpenter's letters reflected more than 
a litany of disappointments. Her letters also 
reflect optimism and commitment to her fam-
ily's farm venture.38 
Mary Carpenter's experience is not unique 
in this regard. "When we got in our first crop of 
wheat," Georgina Way remembered, "I used to 
stand in the door and watch it wave as the wind 
blew over it and think I had never seen anything 
so beautiful." It is not impossible to imagine 
Mary Carpenter expressing similar pride in her 
family's farm had her particular circumstances 
unfolded differently. It is also not impossible to 
imagine Carpenter sharing the sentiments of 
Danish immigrant Johanna Kragh, who mar-
ried a farmer in Brown County, Minnesota, a 
few years after her arrival in the United States 
in 1857. Her husband died, leaving her with 
the farm and eight children, the oldest child 
eighteen. Despite her husband's death and the 
hardship it must have entailed, Kragh held onto 
the farm. At the age of ninety, she proudly rec-
ollected, "We all stuck to the farm which I still 
have in Evan, Minnesota." That women and 
men "stuck" to the land and then transferred 
family farms to their children to carryon is part 
of their legacy to the shaping of the Midwest.39 
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"PICTURING" PIONEER FARM WOMEN 
Rural women's writings, as historian Ginette 
Aley explains, "mediate the challenge of differ-
entiating between entrenched mythology and 
historical realities regarding women's lives." This 
survey of Minnesota prairie farm women's lives 
challenges the "entrenched mythology" of down-
trodden prairie farm women and demonstrates 
that women's responses were far more varied 
than Garland's image. This is not a new story; 
historians have documented similar responses 
from other parts of the grasslands. Including 
their voices is not just a matter of demonstrat-
ing whether the midwestern frontier was "good 
or bad" for women. It is about reaching beyond 
historical stereotypes and misperceptions and 
seeing the prairie and plains farming frontier as 
a time and place that contained multiple mean-
ings for both men and women.40 
Stereotypical images divert us from seeing 
diversity in farm women's lives in the grass-
lands, and perhaps they even divert us from 
seeing them at all. History educator Sam 
Wine burg and a team of researchers asked 
school-age boys and girls to literally "picture 
the past" through drawings. Investigators asked 
students to draw a western settler. Despite the 
inclusion of many more women in schoolbooks 
since the 1970s, girls overwhelmingly drew 
more men as western settlers than women. The 
students' drawings demonstrated that females 
in history, in general, were "blurry" characters 
for female students and nearly "invisible" for 
male students. Even older students enrolled in 
a women's history course experienced difficulty 
in picturing women from the past. Older stu-
dents found it difficult to reconcile the content 
of their course with their cultural images of 
the past. Women's history, for them, appeared 
"opinioney" or "subjective." "It is not enough 
to expose students to alternative visions of 
the past, already digested and interpreted by 
others," Wine burg concludes. "The only way 
we can come to understand the past's multiplic-
ity is by the direct experience of having to tell 
it, of having to sort through the welter of the 
past's conflicting visions."41 
In the western history survey course, the 
task of integrating women into history requires 
not only "more history" but also a change in 
how we tell that histoty. What would happen 
if we finally swept aside the stereotype of 
the downtrodden prairie farmwife, and other 
images like it, and put Wineburg's advice into 
practice in our classrooms and textbooks? We 
might juxtapose Georgina Way's description of 
herself as a young woman, standing transfixed 
in the doorway of her sod home, marveling at 
the beauty of the family's first wheat harvest 
against Mary Carpenter's endless struggle to 
make ends meet and her untimely death. What 
interpretation of farm women's lives in the 
grasslands might students picture then? 
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